fuel cycle. It has explicitly ruled out disposal of spent fuel in a geologic repository as a disposition option, in favor of reprocessing. Plans call for the vitrification of HLW from reprocessing, which will then be stored for 30-50 years prior to final disposal. A demonstration vitrification facility began testing operations in May 1992.
Reprocessing. Japan has a reprocessing facility at Tokai-mura with a design capacity of slightly more than 200 MTHM/yr, but it has never performed up to expectations. Thus, at present, Japan relies on other countries for reprocessing services; for example, the French are reprocessing U.S.-origin low-enriched uranium (LEU) spent fuel from Japanese power plants.17 This practice has proved to be controversial. The return shipment of 1.7 tons of reprocessed plutonium from France in the fall of 1992 caused a storm of protest.18 The Japanese government was reported to be deeply concerned by the international reaction to its policies. This led to the first indications that Japan might be beginning to reconsider some aspects of commitment to a plutonium economy. Some analysts believe that the recent change in Japan's government from the long-dominant Liberal Democratic Party may further encourage debate.
Japan plans to build an 800-MTHM/yr reprocessing facility at Rokkasho-mura that is to come on-line after 2000. This facility is intended only for domestic use; at present Japan has no plans to enter the international fuel services market.
Fuel Fabrication and Use. Japan has a small MOX fabrication facility that provides fuel for its experimental and prototype reactors. There are also tentative plans to build a 100-MTHM/yr MOX plant at Rokkasho-mura. Until that is completed, Japan will depend on purchasing plutonium fuel fabrication services in Europe. Japan is in the process of licensing a number of its reactors to handle MOX fuel, but none is as yet approved to do so.
1 Ann MacLachlan, "DSIM Leaves CEA Optimistic Phenix Could Operate in 1994," Nucleonics Week, September 9,1993, p. 3.
In addition to the reprocessing services provided by France, the spent fuel from Japan's single MAGNOX reactor is reprocessed by the British at Sellafield.
18 Japanese officials have stated that future shipments will be in the form of MOX rather than pure plutonium oxide, but this may not assuage the opponents whose concerns are based on both environmental and nonproliferation risks of transporting any form of plutonium.trongly to reports that Germany might rethink its commitment to reprocessing, stressing the heavy financial penalties that a default would impose. Ann MacLachlan and Pearl Marshall, "BNFL, COGEMA Heads: Germans Say Reprocessing Contracts Will Stay," NuclearFuel, December 10, 1992, p. 3.
